
  

My Rehab at Kessler in 1955-56 

The engines were reved up on the twin engine Agony Airlines (a.k.a. Allegheny) DC 3. With a sudden 
burst, and my mother and I were off to Kessler. It was already dusk, and I hardly took my eyes away from 
the window. The clouds, fields, roads, houses…amazing.  As the sky darkened, lights on the ground became 
visible, interrupted by clouds and large forested areas below. When we got to the southeastern part of the 
state, the lighted areas multiplied. Then came an announcement from the pilot. "We will be in the 
Newark/New York area shortly. We are on time but there are some local showers so air traffic is backed up 
about 15 minutes.  I have received permission to take you on a tour around the Newark/New York City 
area.  Keep your seatbelts buckled as there is a little bit of turbulence. What a sight. The lights were 
reflected by the wet pavement, amplifying the intensity of the colors. I have never seen a photo of New 
York that compared with our view. The pilot brought various parts of the city, like Broadway, to our 
attention as he dipped the wings to give us a better view. Occasionally, the plane shuddered from the 
turbulence, but it was no big deal. Then it happened. All of the sudden the plane seemed to drop like a rock, 
and then it seemed as if we hit bottom. We had momentarily been lifted from our seats and then dropped 
down on them. Just as we seemed to bottom out, there was a loud banging sound that came from the back of 
the plane. Everyone looked back, and would you believe, it was my partially folded wheelchair crashing 
down the isle. The pilot or attendant had stashed it in a small alcove at the back of the plane, but they did 
not set the brakes or secure it. The flight attendant, who had been seated in the font row, ripped off his seat 
belt and quickly ran back and grabbed the chair. He took it to the back of the plane and presumably secured 
it. On his was to the front of the plane, he stopped by me to say that it did not appear to be damaged. He was 
more worried about my chair than we were about the plane. Then the pilot informed us that we had 
encountered a downdraft, and that all was well. That bump ended our interest in sightseeing. We were all 
glad to hear the pilot announce that we were preparing to land. 

I was taken off the plane last and there was an ambulance waiting a few feet from the plane. I was placed on 
the ambulance stretcher and quickly loaded, followed by my wheelchair, our luggage, and then Mom. I 
called out a thanks to the flight attendant, who was about to leave, the doors were closed, and we were off to 
Kessler. There was little conversation, and not much visible from my prone position. The trip went quickly. 
As soon as we arrived, one attendant began preparing to unload me, and the other made a quick trip into the 
well lighted building. He soon returned with another man, who I assumed was an orderly. "You are right on 
time," he called out, and then introduced himself, indicating he was an attendant. I was quickly loaded onto 
the stretcher, and our suit cases were loaded on the wheelchair. Then the five of us headed into what 
appeared to be the main entrance of the building. Wow!  As we entered, Fats Domino was blaring from a 
large stereo off to the side, there were a couple card tables surrounded by people in wheelchairs, people in 
wheelchairs playing shuffle board, and others in wheelchairs were just scurrying around. What a revelation. 
There were other people like me doing "normal" things. As I soaked up the sights and sounds, a well-built 
young man passed us. He was rapidly moving down the hallway using crutches and leg braces.  As he 
passed, he gave me a glance and said, "Welcome to Kessler." and kept on going. It was only a few more feet 
and we stopped by what was obviously a nurses' station.  A nurse got up and greeted us. The ambulance 
attendants gave her our medical records and asked where she wanted them to take me. She eyed my 
wheelchair, and asked if I was up to sitting in it or was ready for a bed.  "My chair, please."  I was on an 
adrenalin high. 

The nurse had Mom sign some forms, and asked us if we had eaten.  The airplane peanuts hardly qualified, 
so she took us to the nearby cafeteria. There were two workers in the kitchen area, and on instruction from 
the nurse, they made us a couple of chicken salad sandwiches and gave us some left over apple pie. As we 
wolfed the food down, Mom commented that it was not the hospital-type food she expected. She was 
concerned about the food because she knew how important gaining weight was. I had been gaining weight 



steadily on her home cooking, but after having been down to 97 pounds on my return from Hamot, I had a 
long ways to go to be "healthy."  More about the food later. We quickly finished and Mom pushed me back 
to the nurses’ station. The nurse pointed out that it was getting late and took us on a quick tour of the 
relatively small facility, which was pretty much shut down except for the dorms, where residents were 
getting ready for bed. She showed us my bed at the end of a dorm, which I quickly learned was for 
"dependent" residents. Then we went back to the entrance where a driver was waiting to take Mom to a 
hotel. It was a quick goodbye, for which I was grateful. Mom was to go directly to the airport early in the 
morning, and we both knew we would not likely see one another until my return home.  For the first time, I 
was on my own, and Mom would not be able to protect me. In retrospect, I think the separation anxiety that 
one normally would have felt was shut out by what we had seen. We were awed. After being "tucked in" by 
a couple attendants, I slept soundly. 

I wakened early in the morning as the others in the dorm began getting up, some on their own, and others 
getting assistance from attendants and other staff.  It was probably 7 a.m. when a nurse came to my bedside 
with my medications, and informed me of the day's schedule. I was going to remain in bed until later in the 
morning after a physician gave me a physical exam and wrote some orders. In the meantime, an attendant 
helped to get me washed up and brought me some breakfast. With regard to breakfast, he informed me that 
it was probably the last time I would get bedside service because ordinarily everyone ate in the cafeteria. I 
had no problem with that because I had been eating at the table at home for a month or so. In the meantime, 
a lot of the residents in the dorm stopped by my bed and introduced themselves. I marveled at the way they 
had been rolling about in bed putting their pants and shoes on. Some even got into their wheelchair by 
themselves. "I can do that," I concluded. 

The physical exam took longer than usual because of the detailed strength and sensory testing done by the 
physician, who explained that he was a Resident. He stated that Dr. Kessler would be in charge of my 
care.  When the physician finished his examination, he said that his findings were interesting in that there 
was a wide range between my sensory and motor functioning. He then informed me that later in the day, I 
would be evaluated by physical and occupational therapists, and that on Monday, Dr. Kessler would see me 
during  "grand rounds," and with the therapists, would put together my rehab plan. 

Sometime later, an attendant came and dressed me, and then lifted me into my wheelchair. He informed me 
that I would soon be dressing myself after "Tiger Lil" got a hold of me. I was left on my own, and took the 
opportunity to do some exploring.  Immediately, it became apparent that I was not in a "city." The facility 
was on a hillside overlooking a golf course and the back and sides were bordered by an old undeveloped 
wooded area. I felt very much at home. I met many of the residents and realized that I was probably the 
youngest there. Later I learned that admission was limited to people 16 and older. I also learned that males 
were given priority because they were “bread winners” Consequently, there were only two to four women 
being rehabilitated at any time. They stayed in a smaller room apart from the male dorms. Most of the males 
had spinal cord injuries, and most of that group were coal miners injured when rocks fell from the shaft top 
onto their back. There were others with paralysis from neurological diseases, and a number of amputees, 
often with multiple limbs missing. With few exceptions, it was a "working class" population that had 
worked in hazardous jobs.   

I went to the cafeteria for lunch as instructed, and the room quickly filled. One of the attendants brought my 
food and informed me of the rules and procedures.  As it turned out, the cafeteria was one of my favorite 
places. The food was superb, largely owing to the fact that the kitchen was overseen by a chef who ran a 
restaurant in West Orange. I got introduced to such things as grilled lamb chops, which we never had on the 
farm, and fresh seafood regularly. Crab cakes with a hollandaise sauce, sea bass, fresh clam 
chowder...   Mom sure did not have to worry about me losing any weight.  For lunch, we often had the NY 
deli type fare. I had my first Reuben there. Fresh rye bread piled high with steaming corned beef, barrel 
sauerkraut, a thick slice of Swiss cheese, and the chef's homemade dressing. And we could have all we 
wanted!  In a way, it was both a bit of culture shock for me and the coal miners, but we did not complain.   



There was one especially poignant moment that I remember from the cafeteria. A month or so after my 
arrival at Kessler, two coal miner buddies who were sitting near me were engaged in a conversation, 
discussing the food. The first said, "I don't write my Ely about the way they feed us here. I just tell her the 
food is okay. Back home, most of the time we kin only afford a small piece of meat for flavoring. She'd cry 
if she knew how people eat aroun here."  His buddy replied, "Ain't that the truth.When I see the way they 
are feedin us, I just can't imagine what rich folks around here eat." Maybe we were not so poor back on the 
farm. 

In the afternoon, I got channeled to the physical and occupational therapy departments for my 
evaluations. They did a lot of things to test the muscles in my arms and hands, as well as the areas where I 
had sensation. The most memorable part was when the PT said that my monstrosity of a wheelchair had to 
go. They measured me so they could order a custom made chair for me, but immediately located a spare 
from their storage room and sat me in it. It did not quite fit my tall back and long legs, but as soon as I gave 
a hard push on the wheels, I understood why everyone raised their eyebrows when they first saw the one I 
arrived in. I almost toppled over backward when the chair lurched ahead, something I never expected. It 
actually coasted a few feet before it came to a stop. My old chair, which was a great improvement over the 
wooden hospital chair, would have moved a couple of inches. It was about 6 weeks before my custom fit 
chair arrived, but by then, I considered my self a "wheeling maniac.” These vastly improved wheelchairs 
were made by the Everest & Jennings Company, which monopolized the market until the 1970s. 

On my first Monday at Kessler, I was introduced to "Grand Rounds," which began promptly after breakfast. 
Every rehabilitant was lined up in the lobby area. A nurse had a cart loaded with our medical charts. All the 
other therapists and a few staff I had not met were gathered there. Then the resident physician arrived with 
another physician, who was welcomed as "Dr. Kessler."  He was the person who founded the facility and 
was going to be responsible for my rehabilitation.  

I was positioned near the end of the line, along with a couple other newly admitted residents.  Dr. Kessler 
proceeded down the line, reviewing the status of each person, and exchanging comments with therapists and 
others, sometimes issuing orders. On one hand, it was very business-like and methodical, but Dr. Kessler 
always engaged in a personal discussion with each rehabilitant, sometimes reassuring them, sometimes 
challenging them, giving them explanations and encouragement, and sometimes a pat on the 
shoulder. Despite the very public gathering, everyone, including myself, seemed at ease. As I realized later, 
it was a learning experience for all. We knew what problems to anticipate from the discussions with others 
having similar conditions, and in general, what to look forward to. 

Eventually, Dr. Kessler got to me, and perused the chart the nurse had handed him. He then looked at me. 
"Robert," he began.  

The nurse interrupted, "He prefers Bob, doctor."   

"Okay, then Bob it will be," he responded. "Welcome to our program.  I learned a lot about you from the 
people who worked to get you here. I hope you are as eager and motivated...and are the tough farm boy they 
said you were. Are you ready to go to work?"   

"Yes sir." What else could I say? That I had no idea of what I was getting into when I made the 
commitment?   

He continued, "You have had a few days to look around. What is it that you would like to accomplish while 
you are here?"   



I was totally unprepared for that. Awkwardly, I put together a response. I do not recall exactly what I said, 
but it was something to the effect that I wanted to be able to take care of myself and to walk with leg braces, 
as several others there were doing.   

"You wouldn't be satisfied just getting around in a wheelchair?" he asked.   

I said that I knew I could walk again and that was my intent. "Alright," he said, and instructed the physical 
therapist to have me fitted with long leg braces as soon as possible. He asked if I had any questions, and 
having none, he advised me to be prepared to work. He gave a couple brief instructions to the therapists and 
nurse, and moved on. I was overjoyed. 

At the conclusion of rounds, we were all sent off to various activities, and I had been scheduled for physical 
therapy during the morning, occupational therapy after lunch, and that at 3 p.m., I was scheduled for 
activities of daily living (ADL) training were I would learn to dress and get in and out of my wheelchair, 
and other self-care activities. 

I was somewhat familiar with physical therapy because when I was at Hamot, a PT came to my room a 
couple times a week to flex my limbs so they did not stiffen, and to help me strengthen the muscles in my 
arms that I could still control. However, at Kessler, therapy was a lot more rigorous. Each morning after 
breakfast, all who were able gathered in the large, relatively new PT gym. During the first hour, we all 
engaged in calisthenics to the extent possible, with some of the therapists urging us on and giving individual 
assistance to those needing help. What made the group really work was that the leader for each day was a 
rehabilitant chosen by the therapists on the basis of the preceding day's performance. If you were the leader, 
you got to carry on like a drill sergeant, yelling out orders, repetition counts, and in general, making 
everyone sweat. At the end, the supervising therapists met briefly and announced the leader for the next 
day.  After a short break, smaller groups were formed on the basis of needs. These small groups exercised 
together, and the therapists turned these sessions into competitions. They were masterful in finding ways to 
get the most out of us. At the same time, others were kept out of the groups for individual attention by 
therapists. There was no time wasted waiting during these three hours of conditioning. 

After lunch, most had the opportunity to rest for 15 minutes or so. In the afternoon, we had another three 
hours of therapy, split between PT and OT based on need. At first, I spent an hour in PT lifting weights, 
getting stretched, etc. In OT, the therapists focused on my hands and fingers. My fingers had started to curl 
from contractures and much time was devoted to stretching them. Also, some motion was detected in my 
thumbs. I was engaged in games like checkers and crafts, such a s leather lacing, to develop the muscles. I 
even did some oil water color painting. Some of it was interesting and fun at times, but most was boring. 

Around 3 p.m., I went to Tiger Lil's place, a.k.a. the ADL room. Although she was an O.T., she had the 
disposition of a Marine drill sergeant. And she was solid muscle. She was a tiger in her relentless pursuit of 
performance. You only complained once, and quickly realized she was not going to cut you any slack. On 
our first meeting, she asked me to take off my T-shirt. Not having done that since my injury, I looked 
puzzled. After about 30 seconds, she put her hands on her hips and said, "you have not been doing that? And 
why not?  You wheeled in here, your arms work."  I started to tell her that I had never tried, but quickly 
dropped the idea and began grasping at the bottom of the T-shirt. "Well, now you are getting the idea. As 
soon you are able to dress and undress yourself and get in and out of bed, you will not have to put up with 
me."  She knew how to motivate a person. [It was sometime later that I learned that her nickname came 
from the “Tiger Lilly” flower, not the beast. lol Her name was Lilly and her mother, who grew tiger lilies in 
her flower garden, gave her the nickname.] 

Actually, I was surprised at how well things went...at least at first. With a few tips from Lil and watching 
others in the dorm, I was able to dress and undress myself. However, it took a great deal of time and energy, 
often 45 minutes to an hour just to get my pants on. She said that as I gained strength and flexibility, and 



integrated some of my own shortcuts, it would go faster. From that point, I was on my own as far as 
dressing was concerned. That was about the 4-week point. What did not go so well was transferring from 
the bed to my wheelchair and vice-versa. Although I could move around in a sitting position on a mat in PT, 
I just did not seem to have enough strength to do it. I struggled for weeks, much to the frustration of Lil and 
me. We tried using a trapeze apparatus on the bed, and a "sliding board" which was used to bridge the gap 
between my chair and the bed. Nothing helped. 

My transfer breakthrough came rather unexpectedly. It happened one evening between dinner time and bed 
time when a number of us were watching TV and relaxing in the dorm. Some were lying in bed, one of 
whom was a jockey. There were two jockey quads there at the time, and both were envied by most of us. 
Because of their 75-80 pound weight and athletic ability, they were able to move themselves around and do 
things so much easier than the rest of us. Also, they both seemed to have a lot of money and flaunted it in 
front of us mostly poor people. One, however, was really an arrogant bastard, to put him in the best light. He 
enjoyed putting the rest of us down at every chance. This evening, he made a remark about the "poor little 
farmer kid who could not even get himself into bed." It took about 5 strokes of my wheels to travel the 30-
40 feet to his bed at full speed. I aimed my wheelchair toward the middle of his bed and when I was about 
two feet away, I slammed on the brakes and literally flung my body on top of him lying there and started 
beating on him. A few loud cheers from some of the others quickly brought the attendants. They grabbed me 
and threw me in my bed, bringing jeers from the others. I got off with a warning, but it was a while before 
what I did sunk in. I had done a remarkable transfer to his bed without any assistance. It appeared that all I 
needed was to get my adrenalin flowing. It was a different scene at Tiger Lil's the next day. I wheeled along 
side the bed, pulled out the removable arm from my wheelchair and plopped my butt on the bed with one 
quick pushup. She was momentarily startled and then seemed to reach for me to prevent me from falling or 
something. However, I was already reaching for a leg to lift into the bed. When I shared my story, she 
actually cracked a smile. After a couple days refining my transfers from the bed back into the chair, she 
placed me on the list to be transferred to the independent dorm. 

Back to walking. About three weeks after my braces had been ordered, they arrived. During my afternoon 
PT session, the brace maker brought them to the table on which I had been placed and readied by my 
therapist. They put the braces on and found that they were rubbing my legs in a couple of places. The brace 
maker marked them, made some notes, and took them back for adjustments. I was disappointed, but was 
assured that they would be back in a couple days. Sure enough, two days later, we were all gathered in the 
PT gym for another fitting. This time, they were perfect. "Ready to test them?" the PT asked. It seemed like 
an eternity while they helped me into my wheelchair and got me positioned at the entrance to the parallel 
bars. We straightened my legs out and locked the braces. The weight of my legs and braces pulled my feet 
toward the floor and lifted my rear up from the seat cushion. I was almost halfway to standing again. The PT 
instructed me to put my arms up on the parallel bars and to lift myself into a standing position. There was an 
awkward moment as I realized that I could not grip the bars with my non-functional hands. I put my 
forearms on the bars and began pulling my self up from the semi-sitting position. It was no easy task, and 
after I struggled for a few moments, the PT gave me a boost. I was standing, looking eye to eye with the PT 
who was standing in front of me. Wow! 

I will not bore you with the details, but this was a short-lived joy. What I quickly realized was that walking 
with braces is a tremendously demanding activity. It requires lifting nearly the whole body to be able to 
slide a foot forward a few inches. I quickly realized that this would never be practical for me. After about 
two weeks of struggling, I was ready to move on to wheelchair living. A wasted effort?  No, as I later 
learned, this was part of Dr. Kessler's treatment strategy. He learned the futility of trying to convince 
rehabilitants they would not be able to walk with braces if they were seriously intent on doing so. By 
spending a few hundred dollars to enable these people to find out for themselves, he sped up the rehab 
process by weeks or months. Without a try, they would have little enthusiasm for activities directed at 
enabling them to manage life from a wheelchair. I have to say, I admire Dr. Kessler's insight. Words can 
easily be pushed aside, but seeing and trying are hard to deny. 



The braces were not a total waste.  I did continue to stand and exercise in the parallel bars.  I am happy to 
report that Dr. Kessler never brought up my short-lived attempt to ambulate with braces and crutches. When 
I returned home, Dad built me a set of parallel bars on the porch, which I used. As I later moved on into 
activities consuming more and more of my time, they eventually fell by the wayside. 

About six weeks after arriving at Kessler, another memorable event occurred. A 16 year old spinal cord 
injured kid was admitted for rehabilitation.  Bob Xxxxxxx broke his neck during the summer when he hit a 
submerged object diving off an ocean-side dock. He and his family lived in Livingston, NJ, which was just a 
few miles from Kessler. We immediately became friends, and I became a tutor and competitor. Initially, I 
was able to share my experiences with him, and later we competed in such things such as dressing and 
wheelchair racing. It was instrumental in getting my dressing time down from about 45 minutes to about 10-
15. He was only there a couple of weeks when he and his family invited me to dinner one weekend. Bob 
was going to be spending weekends at home since they lived relatively close, and they thought I might like 
to come with him occasionally. At some point, they told me that they thought I would be a good role model 
for Bob. lol They thought it would be wise to have me check out the accommodations for staying over night, 
and I could do that on a dinner visit.  

I have to digress a moment to tell you about the Xxxxxxxs.  They were originally from Boston and had 
typical Bostonian accents, which really fascinated me. It was so different from the immigrant accents that I 
grew up hearing around home. Bob's Dad, Bob, Sr. was an engineer and worked for the Pratt and Whitney 
aircraft company at a facility where engines were designed. Given my interest in airplanes, that was so neat. 
He was almost a hero to me. Mrs. Xxxxxxx was the perfect hostess and an outstanding cook. She made real 
Boston brown bread and baked beans from scratch, but she loved to cook over the open fireplace. We had 
steaks and roasts, and even a clam bake done on the wood fire.   

Back on subject.  They had moved a second bed into Bob's bedroom and everything worked out great. After 
dinner, they "officially" adopted me with a toast, and so I became Bob#3 or son#2. I continued to spend 2-3 
weekends a month with the Xxxxxxxs for the rest of my stay at Kessler. 

Bob was a real buddy. We were hardly ever apart. And we did get into trouble. One evening during the 
winter the charge nurse gave us a hard time about something. We came up with a plan to get even. About 8 
p.m. we slipped outside in our t-shirts and made our way to the parking lot through about 3 inches of snow 
while it was still snowing. We managed to get to her car and let the air out of the tires using a hemostat we 
lifted from a dressing cart. We got back inside just in time to be sent to our dorm to get in bed. When we got 
up in the morning, the story of the nurse’s ordeal after she went to her car about 11:30 p.m and found her 
tires flattened had already spread around. But it was not just her ordeal. The night shift attendants got the 
job of removing the tires and taking them to a service station. It took them two trips because they could only 
raise one side of the car at a time. And then there was the mystery of how the tires got flat because the 
service station could find no leaks. If they had found out what happened, we would have been dead 
meat. Fortunately, no one ever suspected us. Given the conditions that night, they would not have believed 
us if we had told them.  

We both got in plenty of trouble on our own. Bob was in O.T. one afternoon and got into some kind of an 
argument with his therapist. She had a uniform that buttoned down the front, and somehow Bob gave it a 
jerk and the buttons popped off from the collar to the waist. Of course, her bra was exposed and she 
shrieked and was totally embarrassed. The next day, Bob was summoned to the library where Dr. Kessler, 
the O.T. and a couple of other staff were seated around a large table there. He was scolded, put on 
probation, and threatened with expulsion. After about two weeks went by and Bob's parents had not been 
told, we concluded it was all a bluff and went back to being ourselves again. 

One of my most memorable individual trouble making incidents occurred when one of the attendants was 
harassing me for being in his way when I was getting a drink at the water cooler. I tossed my cup of water 



on him for giving me a hard time. He retaliated by pushing me out onto a patio which was off the room with 
the water cooler. He proceeded to lock the door so I was stuck there. After about 15 minutes, it started to 
sprinkle and it was looking like a hard rain was not far behind. Obviously, I wanted to get inside but the 
door was locked and there was about an 18 inch drop to the ground from the elevated patio. Being a 
relatively inexperienced wheeler, I figured if I got a fast enough run, my chair would sort of fly off like a 
skier from a ski jump. I backed as far away from the edge as I could get, and then gave it everything I had. 
Of course, when I got to the edge of the patio, my front wheels dropped down, I somersaulted out and 
started rolling down a steep bank a few feet from the patio. My wheelchair somehow uprighted itself and 
went rolling down past me. One of the staff was driving up the road to the Institute not far from where I was 
saw me. He stopped his car, jumped out and came running to where I finally stopped. He briefly looked at 
me and went running up to the patio where he thought the nearest entrance was. When he found that the 
door was locked I could hear him banging and screaming for someone to open it. It did not take long for him 
to get attention and in a couple minutes a nurse and the resident physician were running toward me. From 
the distant end of the building, a couple of attendants were running pushing a gurney. The Dr. and nurse 
gave me a quick going over, and concluding nothing was broke, I was loaded on the gurney. By then, the 
rain was coming down harder and hitting my face as I was pushed back to the rear entrance of my dorm. 
They put me in bed and the nurse came to find out what happened. It was obvious that she was trying to 
laugh but somehow, managed to restrain herself. She told me that I was grounded indefinitely and to not 
expect my wheelchair. I was not about to take that because it was the attendant who provoked the incident. 
What's a guy to do?  Well, I was angry so I just slithered out of bed onto the floor and started dragging 
myself up to the end of the dorm where I figured my wheelchair was parked. As you probably guessed, the 
nurse came in, bringing me my medications and caught me. Well, the attendants were summoned back and 
carried me back to the bed, obviously getting angry. They raised the hospital type bed to its highest position. 
"You go down there and you will be going to the hospital," one said pointing to the floor. He was right, so I 
gave up. I spent the evening/night in bed and went without supper. Geeze, they treated me just like a kid! 

Another incident of note occurred on a Saturday evening when some of us were playing poker...for 
toothpicks, of course. I was having a very losing evening. The cards just did not come and I was frustrated. 
Ordinarily, I could handle the losing [I had plenty of practice doing that], but I was really aggravated 
because this big paraplegic coal miner was sitting behind me kibitzing. As the evening went on, every time 
he made a comment, he started poking me in the back of my shoulder with his finger. Eventually, my 
shoulder started getting sore and I told him to stop. That just encouraged him to do it more. I told him a 
second time without any result. Finally, I gave him a "last warning." Not only did he continue to poke me, 
but he pinched me. That was the last straw. I pulled the removable armrest out of my wheelchair, raised it as 
high as I could, twisted around and brought it down hard, all in one swift motion. If I had aimed, I could not 
have done better. The end of the metal tubing on the front of the armrest came down in the middle of his 
forehead. Everyone watched as he toppled forward and slowly slipped to the floor with blood already 
pouring from his head. He lay sprawled out behind my wheelchair and for a few seconds, did not move. I 
admit, I was scared, thinking I might have killed him. Someone had summoned the charge nurse, and by the 
time she arrived, he had started to move. He rubbed his head and smeared blood all over his face. The nurse 
got a quick account of what happened and by then a couple attendants arrived. She sent one for a gurney and 
she and the other attendant dragged "Red," as he was called because of his balding red hair, from behind my 
chair so she could examined him. As soon as the gurney arrived, they lifted him on and he started cursing 
me. Much to my surprise, the nurse said, "Do you want him to do it again?" as they started pushing the 
gurney to the dorm. Nothing was ever said to me about that incident, and I think that reflects the way 
everybody felt about Red. He lived the rest of his life with a crescent shaped scar in the middle of his 
forehead. We went back to playing poker, and I was able to lose in peace. 

There is one unique policy at Kessler that I have to mention. It is the only facility that I have ever been 
treated in that allowed residents to have alcoholic beverages on the premises. In looking back, I suppose it 
was a better alternative than having the coal miners, longshoremen, etc., take a taxi to a bar to get drunk. I 
have to say, despite the fact that nearly everyone had a case of beer under his bed or his bedside stand 



stocked with wine or hard liquor, it did not create problems. Except in one instance while I was there, no 
one ever got drunk. This instance occurred between Christmas and New Year's Day. Juan, a large, mostly 
Spanish speaking longshoreman, only drank hard liquor, and his friends kept his bedside stand stocked. 
However, at this time the bottles were getting low. Juan decided that after the holidays, he would have his 
friends refill the stand. He decided he would have a party for the half dozen of us who remained there over 
the holidays. We could drink all these leftovers and he could throw the empty bottles away and make room 
for the new stuff. We asked the kitchen staff to make us some party food, which they gladly did, and so 
about 7 p.m. one evening we started to party. We were eating and drinking and making merry [including the 
couple of attendants who supposedly were working], when Juan noticed that Ben, a trotting horse trainer, 
who was quadriplegic and in his 70s, was not drinking. Ben broke his neck falling off the back of a sulky 
when a horse bolted. Juan asked him what has wrong and he said he only drank corn whiskey and there was 
none there. Juan left us for a few minutes and when he came back, he said nothing. About a half-hour later, 
one of the attendants came in carrying a pint of corn whiskey. Juan had given him money and sent him to a 
bar to get it for Ben. Ben joined the party at last and drank right from the bottle. He had to make up for lost 
time I guess, and really started draining his bottle. At around midnight, the staff insisted we end the 
partying, got us all into bed, and turned the lights out. We continued to sing and carry on, but one by one the 
voices faded out. It had been quiet for about a half hour when suddenly there was a terrible loud crash in the 
corner of the nearly dark dorm. We began turning our bed lamps on and heard moaning and banging coming 
from the corner where Ben's bed was. Within a half minute or less, the attendants and nurse came running 
and switched on the ceiling lights. They had heard the crash way out at the nurses’ station. We were all 
pointing to the corner and calling out to Ben because his bed was empty, including the covers. The staff 
found Ben on the floor struggling to get his head out of the trash can and from under a tangle of covers. He 
got sick and could not find his light switch. He leaned over the side of the bed to vomit in the trashcan 
which was always there, but slipped and fell head first into it, dragging the covers with him. Fortunately, he 
was not injured except for a terrible black eye! A night we all remember. 

This would not be complete if I did not pay tribute to a nurse who literally saved my life. The day after 
Thanksgiving, I was transported to a hospital in nearby Newark for relatively minor surgery that would 
enable my paralyzed bladder to drain better. The hospital was the Crippled Children's Hospital which was 
for adults too. Apparently at one time, it had an excellent orthopedic service and Dr. Kessler was on the 
staff. When he started the rehab facility, he needed a place for people to go for surgeries and other medical 
treatment and it made for a convenient arrangement. However, the largely charity supported hospital had 
deteriorated beyond belief by the time I was admitted. To give you some idea of the conditions, the beds in 
the large ward I was placed in were squeezed in so close to one another that the orderlies had to make one 
bed and move it against the previously made one so there was room enough to work on the next. Only one 
shift had an actual R.N. The staff were afraid to go to the pharmacy in the basement because of rats. And 
last, bookies were free to come and go to work bets for patients and staff. I do not understand why the 
facility was permitted to operate.  

My surgery seemed to be with out problems until 3 days later, the day before I was to return to Kessler. I 
started to spike a fever in the morning. When my temp was first checked, it was about 102. Because I was 
already on an antibiotic, I was given some aspirin. That did not seem to help. I kept getting more and more 
uncomfortable, and when the one nurse who was on duty took my temp at around 2 p.m., it has over 104.  In 
those days there were no hypothermic blankets or even intensive care units. Her only recourse was to start 
bathing me with a mixture of ice water and alcohol. Eventually, my temp was climbing above 105 and I was 
informed that Mom and Dad had been called and told that I was critical. I then realized that it was now late 
in the evening and that nurse was still there bathing me, well past the 3:30 p.m. quitting time. Sometime 
during the night, my temperature started to drop slowly. This same nurse continued to bath me with the icy 
mixture until the next afternoon, when my temperature had dropped below 103. She tended to me at least 24 
hours straight. She did not have to do that. The following evening, although I still had an elevated 
temperature, I was whisked back to Kessler. Apparently, the doctors and staff understood what the hospital 
conditions were like, and felt that I would be better cared for there. I still ask myself why someone would do 



that for a complete stranger. Why did she care so deeply about me, a total stranger?  The sad part of this is 
that I never got to thank her and I do not even know her name. The nurse had a long Polish name, and 
everybody called her "Ski."  I often think of her. She was an angel. Some good did come from my 
experience. A few days after I returned to Kessler, a nurse told me that I was the last person they were 
sending there. Dr. Kessler had worked out an affiliation with another nearby hospital. 

It was sometime in April that departure day came. I had been a bit "down" for the preceding couple of 
weeks, recognizing that I would be leaving a lot of friends, even family, behind. I included family because 
the Xxxxxxxs were my adopted parents, and I was their adopted son. That is the way they introduced me to 
their friends and relatives when I was at their house. They had a going away party for me the last weekend I 
was there, and we all shed tears when I got out of their car for the last time when they brought me back to 
Kessler. We continued contact, and my wife and I visited them in the 1970s. We stayed with Bob Jr. and his 
wife Judy during the visit, which turned out to be somewhat eventful when their dog got into our bedroom 
and ate my wife's string of pearls! Bob Jr. had done quite well. After completing college, he worked his way 
up to a bank manager position. Sadly, we lost contact with them sometime in the 1990s when Christmas 
cards stopped coming. 

I flew back home by myself. It turned out to be the flying adventure of my life. There was no problem 
getting to the Newark airport or getting boarded. I got boarded on the DC-3 just as I did for the trip to 
Kessler. However, when we got to the end of the runway and the pilot started to rev the engines for takeoff, 
one of the passengers called out, "There's smoke coming from the engine." As the people on that side of the 
plane looked out their window, you could hear the gasps. Then the pilot's voice came over the intercom, 
"Some oil apparently got spilled during maintenance, and we have to return to the hanger." The plane did 
taxi back and quickly workers swarmed to the engine with fire extinguishers, opened some panels on the 
engine and began spraying it. We just sat there for a few minutes as the flight attendant paced up and down 
the isle assuring us that there really was no danger. After about fifteen minutes, the pilot came out of the 
cockpit. "Folks, we are going to unload and you will be boarded on another plane. Please take all your 
belongings with you. Stay grouped together so you can be boarded as quickly as possible."  At that point, 
we could see another plane being towed toward us. Steps were wheeled into place by our plane and the 
flight attendant opened the door. Everyone left and the pilot instructed the attendant to unload my 
wheelchair from the storage nook in the rear. "Young man, we are going to carry you off. It will take too 
long to get a boarding chair. We will be careful. We have done this before."  That was reassuring...I guess. It 
was only a matter of a couple minutes until the flight attendant returned with another rather large airport 
employee. I think he was a baggage handler. They lifted me from the seat and backed down the isle to where 
the door was and turned me around. It was kind of awkward getting me down the steep, narrow steps but we 
made it and they placed me in my wheelchair. They were readying the other plane, and it was obviously a 
different kind. The bottom of the tail came down and was actually the stairs. They pushed me in my chair to 
the steps and carried me onboard. When I was seated near the back, a new attendant informed me that there 
was room for my wheelchair in the baggage compartment of this plane. Then a new pilot came on board, 
introducing himself as he walked down the isle to the cockpit. He then came on the intercom and informed 
us that we were on a brand new Martin Executive-202 airplane and this was its first commercial flight. I 
have to admit that it did look quite shiny and clean compared to the DC-3s. He also said that the flight 
would likely be on schedule again when they arrived in Erie. The engines were started, and after a couple of 
minutes, we began taxiing down the runway again. The pilot began to get the plane into position to takeoff, 
and suddenly, someone cried out, "look! It's crashing." I looked out the window in the direction the woman 
was pointing just in time to catch a glimpse of a helicopter crashing off in the distance, and a large plume of 
black smoke that followed. About that time, our plane lurched forward and we were off.  

It was the middle of the afternoon when we got to my stop.  All the passengers left the plane, and finally the 
flight attendant brought in the boarding chair. He and the pilot got me transferred and strapped in, and I was 
quickly taken down the steps. They wheeled me in and Dad was waiting. "It's about time."  An airport 
worker who came to help said my wheelchair would be coming with the luggage and that would take a few 



minutes. They unstrapped me and put me in a waiting area chair. Out the window, we could see the plane 
readying to takeoff for the last leg of the flight to Erie. The baggage wagon was pulled into the end of the 
waiting area and the people headed toward it. The worker, who had remained with us, asked Dad to come 
with him to get the chair and my luggage. I watched as my suitcase was pulled off and then I heard Dad 
bellow, "Where the hell is the wheelchair?"  Obviously, they did not take it off the plane and the plane was 
gone. I could hear Dad, "What's he supposed to do? Walk?"  Other airport employees apparently heard the 
commotion, and after a brief discussion, one went running. To conclude, they had to radio the airplane pilot 
to return, which he did in about a half hour, and I got my chair. Finally, we headed home. A flight I would 
like to forget, but it is etched in my brain forever. 

The End 


